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he experimentedon a higher andmoremeaningful level, again findinghimself frustrated

























Adefinitivedivisionofpoetry intocourtandpublictypesno longerseemstrue; thereare








































The Logic of  Baraka’s “Somebody Blew Up America”
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Granting that Baraka and Thomas are both didactic poets
as well as experimental ones, what of  the obvious disparity
in their voices? Does each have something different to
“teach” us, despite their shared history, or are their
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ironic,highlyilluminating“Poisedandconfused”—simultaneouslydepictingtheegret





























































































speakplainly and accurately forthemselves,yetstillguideusasacommunity—itseems
tomethattheircontributiontoourunderstandingof September11isconsiderable,
andtheirplaceintheAmericancanonindisputable.
1. Appiah asserts that for Afrocentric cultures as for other “collective identities,” “false theories play a
central role in the application of the labels; in all of them the story is complex, involves ‘making up people,’
and cannot be explained by an appeal to an essence” (96).
2. As Nielsen writes about Thomas, “Throughout his published works, Thomas can be seen subjecting
the literary heritage of English poetics to a transfiguring interrogation” (Black Chant 147). That interrogation
is essentially an Afrocentric one, as Nielsen demonstrates, for instance, in his readings of Thomas’s accounts
of the Black Arts Movement, as well as in such early Thomas poems as “Inauguration” and “The Bathers,”
and it often results in what Nielsen calls a “kind of deterritorializing ethnic irony practiced by Tolson”
(Black Chant 148). In other words, for Nielsen, Thomas’s Afrocentricity is less African-centered than
Notes
American-centered in its revision of American literature and culture as being at least as Afrocentric as
Eurocentric: “In the colored colloquy of American discourse,” observes Nielsen about “Inauguration”
(Thomas’s response to Robert Frost’s “The Gift Outright”), “white and black are never alone, never nations
with separate language traditions, no matter how much anyone might wish it so” (Black Chant 150).
3. As Thomas himself asserts in “Don’t Deny My Introduction,” his unfinished introduction to his
posthumous collection of essays, Don’t Deny My Name: Words and Music and the Black Intellectual Tradition,
“It might be said that the didactic mode in African American art has sometimes appeared in the guise of
political comment, sometimes as social directive, sometimes as religious exhortation—always, however,
an important element of the artistic motive” (195).
4. In his response to the charge of anti-Semitism brought by the Anti-Defamation League in October
2002 (two weeks after he read it at the Dodge Poetry Festival), Baraka reports that he composed
“Somebody Blew Up America” on October 1, 2001, and “[a]lmost immediately . . . circulated it around
the world on the Internet” (“ADL Smear”). My own copy received by e-mail is dated October 13, 2001.
The poem was published by blackdotpress as SOMEbody blew UP America in chapbook form in 2001 and
can also be found on AmiriBaraka.com (also dated “10/01”). The Star Ledger of Newark, New Jersey,
printed the poem in its entirety on September 28, 2002 (the day after New Jersey Governor James E. McGreevey
called for Baraka’s resignation as New Jersey poet laureate), but in the margin next to the poem, the newspaper’s
editors isolate lines taken to insinuate Baraka’s anti-Semitism, to which he vigorously objects in his response,
published online in Counterpunch on October 7, 2002 (“ADL Smear”). For this essay, I am using the virtu-
ally identical version of the poem reprinted in Somebody Blew Up America & Other Poems (2003).
5. It is especially odd how Derbyshire, for one, accuses Baraka of employing misleading logic in the line,
“Who killed the most Africans” (Somebody Blew Up  45), with the rebuke in answer to Baraka’s question,
“Other Africans, without any doubt. Tribal warfare has been endemic in Africa since remote antiquity,
except for the few decades when European colonizers suppressed it” (Derbyshire), yet he voices no objec-
tion nor response whatsoever to the questions that follow on the next page, “Who killed the most people /
Who do the most evil / Who don’t worry about survival” (44).
6. Gwiazda discusses the viability and relatively commonplace nature of several of Baraka’s political
views expressed in the poem. Indeed, it is central to his essay on the poem; see, for instance, where he
states, “[M]y purpose is to ask why the same kind of political position we are accustomed to seeing in the
pages of mainstream and left-leaning publications such as the Nation, the New Republic or the New York
Review of Books becomes a target of condemnation when it is presented in the form of a disturbing, difficult
poem composed by an African American poet who has an antagonistic relationship with ‘the American
way of life’ ” (468).
7. For opposing portraits of Ward Connerly, see “Ward Connerly” on his own American Civil Rights
Institute website, as well as Tonyaa Weathersbee, “Commentary: Ward Connerly Needs a French Lesson
to Clearly See America’s Reality,” AntiRacismNet, 22 Nov. 2005, and David A. Love, “Ward Connerly’s
Super Tuesday for Segregation: Color by Law,” Black Commentator Online 262 (31 Jan. 2008).
8. About this same passage, Gwiazda writes: “If seemingly facile, Baraka’s deliberately offensive images
underscore his disgust with some of the icons of the contemporary African American elite. They render
a scathing commentary on what he views as these icons’ complicity with the forces of capitalism and
imperialism in the United States” (475).
9. Except for personally circulated (copyrighted) manuscripts (the source I am using here), Thomas’s poem
first appeared publically on Aldon Nielsen’s website, HeatStrings, but is now also published electronically in
his chapbook, Time Step [5 Poems, 4 Seasons] at http://writing.upenn.edu/epc/authors/thomas/thomas_
time_step.html. I first heard Thomas read the poem aloud at a reading in New Orleans in December 2002.
10. The allusion to Yeats illustrates again, in my view, Thomas’s fundamental principle of Afrocentrism
as a significant component of an American “multicultural” perspective—not as a discrete, exclusive entity,
but in a more profound manner. In an interview, he remarks, “I am very much concerned to understand,
and hope that people understand, that to be an American, that is, a citizen, a cultural product of the USA,
is to be someone whose way of moving in the world, whose way of looking at the world, is as much
informed by the Puritan notion of what an African religion called Christianity is, as it is to be informed by
the cultural outlook of Africans who were brought to this continent as slaves, bringing with them another
set of African religious concepts which are as much extant as the Puritan notion of what Christianity is.
All of that is part of being a cultural product of the USA. All of that is immediately apparent to other people
on this planet. They do not ask us, ‘Where did you go to school?’ As soon as we walk in the door, as soon
as we sit down in a certain way, as soon as we look expectantly for the things we expect to get, they know
that we are Americans, and they know that we are presenting this unique mixture of the world’s cultures.
Only we are the ones who do not seem to know that, or want to recognize that” (Pinson 304).
11. For a similar example, see, for instance, the simile of the stretched elastic in underwear in Thomas’s
“The Marks Are Waiting” (Dancing 108).
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